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NARRATIVE  
 

Narrative 
The Town of Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) is unique in being the only community  
in Massachusetts that continues to have a substantial Indian presence in the 20th century, 
a presence that continued right through the disruptions and disasters of King 
Philip's War.  The Indians of Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) are thought by some 
to be related to the mainland Wampanoag tribe, but the natives themselves have a mythic 
story that describes their arrival on Martha's Vineyard floating on an ice  
flow from the far North.  Whichever way they arrived, their history has     
been very different from that of mainland tribes.                           
In contrast to the massacres and bloodshed in other communities during King 
Philip's War when many settlers abandoned their towns altogether as a       
result of the threat or the reality of Indian attack, in Aquinnah (previously knows 
as Gay Head), white settlers armed their Indian neighbors and made them the sentries 
and guards to warn of possible attacking tribes.  This responsibility the Indians of   
Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) carried out faithfully and there was very little 
if any damage done in the town during those turbulent times.  The most outstanding 
natural feature of Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) is the magnificent display 
of varicolored clay cliffs in strange formations which spill down to the    
sea on the border of the town.  These cliffs marked the homeward leg of Gay 
Head's Indian and Yankee fishermen and whalers.  The European settlers      
learned from their Indian neighbors the skills needed for coast-wise        
whaling and Aquinnahers (previously knows as Gay Head)maintained a shore fishing fleet. 
From the early 17th century to the last day an American whaler sailed, Aquinnah (previously 
knows as Gay Head) Indians and Yankees were prominent in whaling.  Although much of their 
fishing and whaling was done in small boats close to shore, Aquinnahers (previously knows 
as Gay Headers) also sailed with whalers of the Nantucket and New Bedford fleets.  The 
Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) cliffs have also been a source of clay for pottery 
and of myriads of fossils which show the variety of animal and marine life in earlier 
ages of the island.  The town's history starts very early, since Bartholomew Gosnold sailed 
into Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) in 1602 and traded for furs with the Indians 
of the town.  Gosnold filled his boat with beaver and muskrat, sassafras and cedar 
before sailing back to England.  When the town was incorporated in 1870, it had already    
been named an Indian reservation and had established its maritime economy.  
        (Seal supplied by community.  Narrative compiled from historical materials)      
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GEOGRAPHY  

 

 
Location  
Located on the western tip of Martha's Vineyard, an island 20 miles long and 10  
miles wide situated five miles south of the southwest tip of Cape Cod.  Aquinnah 
(previously knows as Gay Head) is bordered by Chilmark on the east and the Atlantic 
Ocean on the north, west, and south. 

Total Area: 40.78 sq. miles  
 
Land Area: 5.37 sq. miles  
 
Population: 201  
 
Density: 37 per sq. mile  
 
Climate 
(National Climatic Data Center) 
 
(Edgartown Station)  
   Normal temperature in January.....29.3°F   
   Normal temperature in July........69.8°F   
   Normal annual precipitation.......45.3"    

U.S.G.S. Topographical Plates  
   Squibnocket, Naushon Island                                                      

Regional Planning Agency 
   Martha's Vineyard                                            

Metropolitan Statistical Area  
(1993 Definition) 
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GOVERNMENT  

 

 
Municipal Offices 
   Main Number: (508) 645-9915            
Telephone Numbers for Public Information 
 

Form of Government 
   Board of Selectmen                         
   Executive Secretary                        
   Open Town Meeting                          

Year Incorporated 
   As a town: 1870   

Registered Voters (Secretary of State 1994) 
 
                         Number     %   

Total Registered 231  

 
Democrats 63 27.3 % Republicans 12 5.2 % Other parties 0 0.0 % Unenrolled Voters 156 67.5 %  

Legislators 

Senators and Representatives by City and Town  
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DEMOGRAPHICS 

 

 

 

Department of Housing and Community Development 
Mitt Romney, Governor, Jane Wallis Gumble, Director 

http://www.magnet.state.ma.us/dhcd/dhcd.htm
http://www.magnet.state.ma.us/dhcd/dhcd.htm


  

HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS 

 

 
Home Sales (Banker & Tradesman)- 
Town Stats - Free market Statistics 
Subsidized Housing Units (DHCD 1998) 
DHCD Subsidized Housing Inventory  

Subsidized Housing Units: The number of housing units which count toward the municipality's 10% goal 
for low- and moderate-income housing. It includes both subsidized affordable units and market rate units 
in certain eligible subsidized developments. 

Public Housing Units (DHCD 1999) 

 
   Conventional State:        0     
   Conventional Federal:      0 

Rental Assistance(DHCD 1999) 
   State (MRVP:               0     
   Federal (Section 8):       0             
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TRANSPORTATION
 

 

TRANSPORTATION AND ACCESS  
   Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) is located on Martha's Vineyard.   
   Ferry service is the vital link to and from the Island.  The Wood's Hole, 
   Martha's Vineyard and Nantucket Steamship Authority provides year-round  
   ferry service. 
 
 
 
 
Major Highways 
   The principal highways are State Road and the Edgartown-West Tisbury Road.  
 
 
 
Rail  
   There is no freight or passenger rail service on Martha's Vineyard.         
 
 
 
 
Bus  
   Aquinnah (previously knows as Gay Head) is a member of the Martha's Vineyard 
   Transit Authority (MVTA). The MVTA provides paratransit services to the elderly 
   and disabled, primarily through Elder Services of Cape Cod and the Islands.  
   Island Transport provides fixed route bus service to other towns on the island  
   during the tourist season. Taxicabs are an integral part of the Island's public 
   transportation system.                                                      
Other  
   Martha's Vineyard Airport is a Primary Commercial Service (PR) facility     
   with scheduled passenger service. It has a 3,297'x 150' asphalt runway and  
   a 5,499'x 150' asphalt runway. Instrument approaches available:  Precision  
   and non-precision.  Also accessible is the Katama Airpark, a privately      
   owned public use facility in Edgartown.                                     
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CULTURE AND RECREATION 

 

 
LIBRARIES 
Board of Library Commissioners On-line Library Catalog MUSEUMS 
(American Association of Museums)  
   None 

RECREATION 
 
Telephone Numbers for Public Information  
Recreational Facilities(Recreational sites and activities) 
Department of Environmental Management Recreation Section 
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MISCELLANEOUS 

 

 
HEALTH FACILITIES 
(Dept. of Public Health 1992) 
 
Hospitals 
   None 

Long Term Care 
   None 

Hospices 
   None 

Rest Homes 
   None 
UTILITIES 
Telephone Numbers for Public Utilities 
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NOTE: The COMMUNITY PROFILE draws information from a diversity of sources. The main source of information 
is listed under each section. In some instances comments submitted by the municipality were incorporated to correct 
and/or enhance the information obtained from the main source. However, no changes were made to those data bases 
which must be consistent throughout the state. DHCD has made efforts to ensure the accuracy of all data in the 
COMMUNITY PROFILES, but cannot take responsibility for any consequences arising from the use of the 
information contained in this document.  


